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וגם־ערב רב עלה אתם וצאן ובקר מקנה כבד מאד
And a mixed multitude went up with them, and very much livestock, both flocks and 
herds. Exodus 12:38 
ORIGINS OF THE STUDY 
In the Exodus narrative, the Israelites fleeing Egypt may not have looked like, 
prayed like, or even spoke like their ancestors who entered Mitzrayim, the narrow place, 
nearly 400 years earlier. In its description of this scene, Exodus 12:38 states that “a 
mixed multitude went up with them [out of Egypt]” (Jewish Publication Society). Over the 
centuries, rabbis and commentators such as Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Sforno elucidated on 
this description, with many claiming that the “mixed multitude” included righteous 
Egyptians and people from various nations who converted to monotheism. While there 
are slight differences in interpretation, there is religious textual precedent for diversity 
among Jewish people, and its place in the central narrative of Judaism is striking. 
However, despite historical and religious precedent, the image of Judaism, 
particularly in the United States, is fairly singular. For many in the United States, both 
Jewish and non-Jewish, Jewishness is synonymous with Ashkenazi Central and 
Eastern European heritage, bagels and lox, and Seinfeld. Regardless of religiosity, the 
prevailing image of American Jewry is closely linked with whiteness, or in some cases, 
off-whiteness, as American Jews are still sometimes regarded as an ethnic other. 
Since its emergence as a discipline, American Jews have developed a symbiotic 
relationship to sociology. At various critical moments throughout the twentieth century, 
American Jews have turned to the social sciences rather than to rabbis or lay leaders in 
seeking answers to the question, who is a Jew? (Berman 2009). Often the subject of 
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their own research, American Ashkenazi Jews used the social sciences as a way to 
establish themselves both as legitimate objects of study and legitimate Americans. As 
the social sciences proved to be useful in the project of assimilation, American 
Ashkenazi Jewish sociologists of the twentieth century have, to an extent, written 
American Jews of color out of the literature and by extension, communal 
consciousness.  
My interest in this subject stems in large part from personal experience as a 
Black Jew and convert to Judaism. As I began to encounter Judaism in ways that more 
readily impacted my daily life and took on a personal religious practice, I also 
encountered resistance to the possibility that I could be Jewish. Whether I was wearing 
a star of David necklace in public, or singing along in Hebrew in synagogue, I was – and 
still am – routinely questioned about my religious and racial backgrounds, asked by 
complete strangers to share my “Jewish journey,” or simply told that I am wrong about 
my own religious identity.  
As I sought out books, articles, and other forms of media on Jews of color in the 
United States, I ran into the same handful of books and articles, typically written by 
white Jews. One of those books was, The Colors of Jews: Racial Politics and Radical 
Diasporism, by Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz. In The Colors of Jews, Kaye/Kantrowitz 
speaks to the tension white Ashkenazi Jews may feel when exposed to alternative 
expressions of Jewishness saying, “[an emphasis on religious Judaism] makes me, a 
secularist and a cultural Jew, squirm, it also helps me to confront the Brooklyn 
[Ashkenazi] Jew in me who thinks I am real because I was born this way” 
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(Kaye/Kantrowitz 2007). It was through Kaye/Kantrowitz’s writing that I began to 
develop a language around race and Judaism, particularly around the questions of 
authenticity and legitimacy, and that would inform my own communal engagement.   
This research is primarily concerned with how Jews of color respond when 
encountering race-based assumptions about who is Jewish, what Jewishness looks like, 
and how Judaism is observed. What conditions prompt Jews of color to respond in the 
ways that they do? What social factors bind American Jews together, and which of 
those factors are limited by race? To address these questions, I conducted semi-
structured interviews with self-identified Jews of color. 
LITERATURE REVIEW  
Social scientific research on the American Jewish community has largely been 
limited to Ashkenazi American Jews, those who are descended from Central and 
Eastern Europe. As an immigrant community, Ashkenazi American Jews used the 
social sciences to craft an image of American Jewry that was both intelligible in the 
United States and retained some level of religious and cultural distinctiveness while 
seeking to assimilate into white American society. Major themes in sociological literature 
focusing on American Jews in the twentieth century include “acculturation and 
assimilation…ethnicity…[and] anti-Semitism in general and black anti-Jewish sentiment 
in particular” (Heilman 1982). Images of American Jewry carefully crafted in the 
twentieth century, such as the Henry S. Levy and Sons’ popular 1960s rye bread ad 
campaign, which primarily featured images of people of color with a sandwich 
accompanied by the phrase, “You don’t have to be Jewish to love Levy’s” made an 
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impact on the perception of Jews as white among Jews and non-Jews alike (Berman 
2009; Heilman 1982; Goldstein 2006). 
Despite a vast, multidisciplinary literature on American Jewry, research dealing 
specifically with Jews of color is minimal. Literature that does consider race often does 
so in the context of Black and Jewish relations, or relations between Jews and other 
ethnic groups (Baldwin 1967; Dollinger 2018; Lerner and West 1996). In these texts, 
Jews are, nearly universally, positioned as white or white-adjacent ethnic group either in 
relation or opposition to a non-white ethnic group. Groundbreaking books such as Karen 
Brodkin’s How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America, 
work to better understand racial dynamics in the United States while at the same time 
reinforcing an image of American Jewry that is entirely Ashkenazi or European 
descended (1998).  
Likewise, the lack of literature on Jews of color in the field of African American 
religion leaves a similar void. In her research on the experiences and religious identities 
of Black Catholics, Tia Noelle Pratt discusses the central role of Protestant Christianity, 
particularly the seven denominations which make up what is known as the Black 
Church, in African American religious culture (2010). Pratt identifies liturgy and worship 
styles as a key element which distinguish Black Parishes from their white, European 
heritage counterparts. This distinction among practitioners within religious traditions that 
are largely ritual based, such as Catholicism as well as Judaism, highlights the cultural 
influence inherent in an embodied religious identity, raising important questions around 
which embodied traditions are marginalized within broader religious communities.  
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In order to get a sense of the context of American Jewish spaces, it is important to 
get a sense of the American Jewish population. The most recent national survey of the 
American Jewish community was conducted in 2015 by the Steinhardt Social Research 
Institute (SSRI) at Brandeis University. The survey, titled The American Jewish 
Population Project, estimated that there are approximately 7.2 million Jews living in the 
United States, an increase from the Pew Research Center’s 2013 A Portrait of American 
Jews, which estimated the American Jewish population at 6.7 million (SSRI 2015). Both 
of these studies asked about the racial and ethnic identities of their participants, a 
departure from most previous national surveys of the American Jewish community. The 
American Jewish Population Project estimated that approximately 88.8% of the American 
Jewish community is white, while Pew estimates 94% are. Both of these figures differ 
quite drastically from that of a 2005 study by the Institute for Jewish and Community 
Research, which estimated that 20% of American Jews currently engaged with Judaism 
are “racially and ethnically diverse” (Tobin, Tobin and Rubin 2005). The differences in 
these figures are due in large part to differing definitions of who counts as Jewish. 
Terminology plays an important role in research around race and Jewishness. As 
the history of racialization and the Jewish people is fraught, and Jews of various ethnic 
groups have been racialized differently and across geographical and temporal contexts. 
Jews are often described as an ‘ethno-religious group’. Though this term is thought of 
as being more accurate than describing Jews solely as adherents to a religion, as it 
incorporates ethnic and cultural elements, describing Jews as an ‘ethno-religious group’ 
implies that there is one Jewish ethnic group and runs the risk of essentializing 
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Jewishness with a particular ethnic group and historical narrative. This concept, as will 
be seen in the research findings, is resisted by several participants, including some who 
claim ethnic Ashkenazi Jewish heritage. 
Traditionally, for religious purposes, the dominant view has maintained that 
Jewishness is passed on matrilineally, meaning that one is born Jewish if one’s mother 
is Jewish. In contemporary Jewish life, Orthodox and Conservative Judaism and their 
various offshoots maintain this stance that Judaism is matrilineal. The Reform and 
Reconstructionist denominations have accepted patrilineal descent and rabbis from these 
denominations may officiate interfaith weddings, recognizing all children from these 
unions as Jewish regardless of which parent is Jewish. For the purposes of the present 
research, “Jewish” has been defined as those of matrilineal or patrilineal descent, and 
those who have converted within a recognized denomination. This is in large part because 
my research focus is on experiences within Jewish institutions, and there are established 
Jewish institutions which recognize patrilineal Jews as Jewish. 
Discrepancies between definitions of who is considered to be a Jew are not the 
only factor that may limit Jews’ of color access to being counted in these surveys. 
Steven Cohen, a sociologist of the American Jewish community, discusses the 
implications of relying on known Jewish households for conducting research on Jewish 
community in an article published three years after Pew’s “Portrait of American Jews”. 
According to Cohen, the three sample frames that have been utilized the most in recent 
decades are local Fedlists, random digit dialing in densely Jewish areas, and identifying 
distinctive Jewish names (2016). Fedlists are lists of people collected by local Jewish 
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Federations that include Federation donors and those affiliated with Jewish partner 
organizations, including synagogues. Not all people on a Fedlist are Jewish, though the 
majority are. The primary limitations associated with Fedlists are related to affiliation 
and age. Fedlists only include those affiliated in some way with the institutional Jewish 
community, yet congregational affiliation has been on the decline, and over half of 
Fedlist respondents in a New York Jewish population survey were over the age of 50 
(2016). 
         Random digit dialing in densely Jewish areas provides slightly more diversity 
within the sample than those who are affiliated and on Fedlists, as it can include those 
with no affiliation, though Jews who live outside of the designated areas are not 
counted. Given that where one lives is influenced by both race and class, Jews of color 
and poor and working class Jews may be overlooked with this method. Additionally, 
those who converted to Judaism, including some Jews of color, may or may not live in 
what are considered to be Jewish neighborhoods, and thus not within the appropriate 
area for random digit dialing. 
Finally, the use of distinct Jewish names in identifying potential respondents raises 
the most concerns in counting non-Ashkenazi Jews and Jews of color. The rationale for 
using distinctive Jewish names lies in seeking to minimize the number of non-Jews 
contacted while relying on the assumption of a shared and uniform cultural heritage 
among American Jews. In identifying names that are “historically associated with Jews,” 
samples are limited in ways that favor those Jews with Ashkenazi heritage. Converts to 
Judaism, intermarried families with non-Jewish sounding last name, and non-Ashkenazi 
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Jews, including Jews of color, are likely to be overlooked in this method, which is subject 
heavily to researchers’ own biases on which names appear to be Jewish (2016). All three 
of the sampling methods outlined by Cohen speak to the lack of diversity represented in 
Jewish population surveys. If Jewish community research reflects those most involved in 
institutional Jewish life, and Jewish institutions develop programs in response to these 
surveys, then those at the margins of the American Jewish community, Jews of color, 
LGBTQ Jews, unaffiliated Jews, and intermarried Jews, poor and working-class Jews, 
among others, will continue to be underserved and given little incentive to affiliate with 
and consistently participate in a Jewish congregation or organization.  
While the estimates of the percentage of Jews of color in the American Jewish 
community vary, ranging between 6% and 20%, the point remains that Jews of color are 
part of the American Jewish community, though their presence is not reflected in the 
image of American Jewry (Pew Research Center 2013; Tobin, Tobin and Rubin 2005). 
Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz’s book The Colors of Jews was influential in cracking open the 
Jewish community to the presence and realities of Jews of color and interrogating the role 
of the larger Jewish community’s clinging to whiteness in their erasure (2007). Moving 
beyond the assertion that Jews of color exist in the American Jewish community, the 
present study is concerned with the replication of racism in Jewish spaces and its impact 
on the experiences of Jews of color in these spaces. As a minority within the American 
Jewish community, Jews of color are likely to have racialized experiences in 
predominantly white Jewish spaces, which have, in many respects, recreated white 
institutional space.  
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In their discussion of racial boundary maintenance in predominantly white 
churches, Bracey and Moore define white institutional space as spaces that exclude 
people of color, either completely or from positions of influence, from the establishment 
and during a formative period of an institution’s history (2017). Though white Evangelical 
Christianity’s relationship to whiteness differs from that of Ashkenazi American Jewry, 
such race-based exclusionary practices can be seen in various moments in American 
Jewish history, such as in the 1820 constitution of a Charleston, South Carolina’s 
Congregation Kahal Kadosh Beth Elohim, which states that converts to Judaism that are 
people of color will not be accepted as members of the congregation (Elzas 1905). 
While explicit racial exclusion like that mentioned above is no longer in place in 
American Jewish institutions, institutions make other, perhaps more subconscious 
efforts to maintain the racial status quo of their congregations. Whether congregations 
seek to exclude people of color entirely or to allow for some level of comfort with a small 
number of people of color in select roles based on their utility to the image of the 
congregation requires that the dominant group utilize different methods of engagement 
with congregants or potential congregants of color. The first method requires people of 
color to compromise their own culturally specific values and ways of practice while the 
latter seeks to prevent any potential congregant of color from returning (Bracey and 
Moore 2017). 
The cultural hegemony of white institutional space becomes somewhat 
complicated when considering Ashkenazi Jewry, because Ashkenazi Jews are a 
religious and ethnic minority in the United States. However, because of the dominance 
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of Ashkenazi Jewish culture and ways of practice among American Jews, the cultural 
norms and behaviors in predominantly white and Ashkenazi Jewish spaces are 
assumed to be ‘just Jewish’ while other approaches, languages, and practices are 
viewed as not authentically Jewish (Haynes 2013). This can present challenges for 
Jews of color seeking to incorporate their own cultural languages and practices into 
their expression of Judaism as members of a community.  
In an essay discussing the difficulty of conducting sociological research on Jews 
of color, Lewis Gordon provides an overview of the religious and cultural variations that 
exist throughout the Afro-Jewish Diaspora (2016). Gordon suggests that race and 
Jewishness are rarely explored as being in conversation with one another largely due to 
the “historic implications of the racialization of Jews” (2016). This avoidance of the 
question of race leads us to operate as if Jews are outside of race or to focus 
exclusively on the racialization and racial self-perception of white Ashkenazi Jews 
alone, while at the same time using language to suggest that such claims apply to all 
Jews, or that the only legitimate Jews or Jews worth studying are those whose 
ancestors lived for centuries in Europe. 
Gordon emphasizes that the social and economic conflicts with the dominant 
racial and religious groups that Jews found themselves in Europe was not universal, 
and discusses the ways in which the histories of local Jews are retroactively applied to 
world Jewry. Regarding the racialization of Jews as white or white adjacent in the 
United States and the perception of global Jewry more broadly, Gordon discusses how 
American Jews have come to represent world Jewry both due to the United States’ role 
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in global affairs and because the American Jewish population is the largest outside of 
Israel (2016). 
        Aspects of race-based tensions between white Jews and Jews of color can be 
seen reflected in tensions between American Muslims of different racial and ethnic 
backgrounds. Jeffrey Guhin’s discussion of the simultaneous racialization of Muslims in 
general, and Arab Muslim attempts to assimilate into an American identity, is particularly 
relevant to the present research (2018). As Guhin notes, there is little research done on 
the intersection of race and religion. Utilizing Wilde’s term “complex religion,” Guhin 
discusses the liminal space Arab Muslims occupy in the American racial landscape, 
especially in legal and social contexts. Complex religion describes a religious and 
cultural identity, such as that of American Muslim or Muslim American, that is “only 
sociologically intelligible through its intersections with other salient identities,” especially 
race (2018).   
Guhin’s discussion of “white/colorblind acculturation” with regard to Arab 
American Muslims is useful in understanding more contemporary attempts by liberal 
Jewish communities to present as inclusive of Jews of color (2018). In this process of 
acculturation, Guhin explains, the elements of racism present within Arab cultures are 
dismissed in favor of a message of universal human dignity that emerges out of Islamic 
religious teachings. This assimilation tactic attempts to remove racial and ethnic 
differences among Muslim Americans while promoting a singular Muslim identity that is 
centered around Arabness. In other words, Arab cultural expressions of Islam become 
default while Black American Muslims and other Muslim immigrant groups must 
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abandon their cultural expressions of Islam in favor of legitimate, supposedly generic 
expressions of Islam.  
White/colorblind acculturation does not necessarily seek achieving whiteness as 
its goal, rather it idealizes a sense of Americanness. This sense of Americanness, 
however, is racialized. While not an exact corollary, it is useful to consider Guhin’s 
exploration of racialized Muslim identity and racial divisions within American Muslim 
communities (2018). As Guhin notes, the Americanness of African American Muslims is 
not questioned by more recent Arab Muslim immigrants or immigrant descendants, but 
their subjugated Americanness is not what is desirable to these immigrant populations. 
Similarly, the American identity sought by Ashkenazi European Jewish immigrants to 
the United States from its founding and into the twentieth century was not the American 
identity inflicted on so many Black and Indigenous people, but that of their White Anglo-
Saxon Protestant neighbors. James Baldwin identifies this type of assimilation as being 
the key element in mutually fueled racist and antisemitic sentiments between white 
Jews and non-Jewish people of color, and while he does not account for the existence 
of Jews of color, it follows that a similar tension might emerge among Jews divided by 
the color line (1967). 
Jews of color seeking to establish their own spaces within the context of the 
larger Jewish community may experience resistance from the larger Jewish community, 
or receive conditional support. Cutler’s research on a group of young adult secular Jews 
provides an example of conditional support offered by one local institutional Jewish 
community, and the limits of inclusivity (2010). In order to be seen as legitimately 
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Jewish and receive funding from the larger community, members of the group had to 
make what some felt were compromises on the group’s secularity. 
Cutler discusses the differences between ascribed identity and achieved identity 
in relation to the discussion of seeking legitimacy from the larger Jewish community. 
Ascription requires acknowledgement and acceptance, both from other members of the 
in-group and from outsiders. Achieved identity is only ascribed after an individual or 
group has taken steps to effectively communicate this identity to others, both in-group 
members and outsiders (2010). This framework is useful in understanding the 
experiences of Jews of color, both religious and secular, because it holds in-group 
members in particular responsible for their failure to properly ascribe an in-group identity 
to a legitimate member. 
Cutler’s assertion that “the identity of ‘secular Jew’ is relational,” can also be 
applied to the identity of “Jew of color.” The significance of being a non-white Jew 
becomes particularly apparent in relation to white Jews. Part of developing a cohesive 
group identity means having established boundaries in order to determine who is in or 
out of the group. The tensions and potential conflicts that emerge when an identity that 
one feels should be ascribed must be achieved begs the question, what are the signs of 
Jewishness that allow Jews to relate to one another, and do all Jews possess or have 
similar access to them? 
These discrepancies are part of why so much space in the literature about Jews 
is devoted to discussing who is considered Jewish and in what contexts (Heilman 1982; 
Diemling and Ray 2016; Kelman et al. 2017). Subgroups within the larger Jewish 
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community who seek to create some sort of separate space for themselves may be 
perceived as a threat to the larger community, despite, in the case of marginalized 
subgroups of the Jewish community, the larger community not including them in their 
own image of a cohesive Jewish community. While the conflicts in this research were 
centered around the desires of the secular group to create social space with other Jews 
without feeling limited by religious laws and expectations, several themes, such as 
seeking legitimacy and representation and developing a sub-cultural identity are of 
importance in the context of membership and a sense of belonging among Jews of 
color. The methods used by the secular members of Shalom to navigate different 
religious standards of Jewishness can be useful for understanding how Jews of color 
navigate predominantly white Jewish spaces. 
One of the consequences of the image of American Jewry being white and 
Ashkenazi is that Jews of color are often assumed to be converts to Judaism or, 
depending on the context, assumed to have one Ashkenazi Jewish parent, thus 
legitimizing their presence in a Jewish space. Part of these assumptions includes 
narratives of intermarriage between Jews and non-Jews, where the Jewish partner is 
white and Ashkenazi and the non-Jewish partner is a person of color. Though 
intermarriage is not the focus of the present research, religious and racial intermarriage 
are part of the story of Jews of color, especially in the United States, where the Jewish 
intermarriage rate is 44% (Pew Research Center 2013). 
While the focus of Leavitt and Kim’s research is primarily on Ashkenazi Jewish 
and non-Jewish East Asian intermarriage, special attention should be paid to sections 
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dealing with intermarried parents’ construction of Asian and Jewish identities for their 
multiracial Jewish children (2012). The majority of the non-Jewish spouses interviewed 
did not convert, though those with children were still committed to fostering Jewish 
identities in their children. Though the children themselves are not interviewed, this 
research is helpful in considering how parents, particularly those who may not share 
racial and or religious identities with their children, work to create an environment where 
their Asian Jewish children can develop their own identities. Multiple couples in Leavitt 
and Kim’s research reported issues in finding a congregation due in part to, depending 
on the denomination, hostilities towards religious intermarriage and racism. For many of 
those not members of or affiliated with a congregation, however, it was not for lack of 
trying (2012). 
In an analysis of the ways Jewishness is measured in social scientific research, 
Riv-Ellen Prell discusses two analytical approaches to Jewish communal research. She 
writes that “American Jewish culture(s) [are a] product of a more complex, dynamic, and 
often deeply conflicted set of relationships between Jews of different ages, genders, 
and classes, and between Jews and the larger society” (Prell 2012). While Prell does 
not include race and ethnic background in her analysis, her point that the American 
Jewish community exists in relationship to and within American society more generally 
lays the groundwork for the claim that American Judaism is as enmeshed in American 
racism as any other group in the United States. 
         Prell’s primary concern is how Jewishness, particularly the “[transmission] of 
culture over time” among Jews, is measured and analyzed. The first framework she 
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identifies consists of an approach concerned with “behavior, belonging, and building 
boundaries” (Prell 2012). Those who are most concerned with “behavior” rely on a set of 
variables that reflect traditional Jewish observance, such as in-marriage, affiliation with 
a congregation, service attendance, residential geography, etc. The second framework 
begins with Jewish identification and grows out of how Jews define and relate to their 
own experiences. This approach allows for self-identification and inclusion of cultural 
elements that might not be traditionally associated with Jewish identity development, 
emphasizing a sense of belonging to larger religious community. In other words, the first 
approach measures the Jewishness of respondents along a metric defined by traditional 
religious engagement while the second attempts to get at what makes Jews Jewish. 
A synthesis of these approaches is needed to analyze the experiences of Jews 
of color and other marginalized Jews. As the first approach relies on familial and 
communal participation in Jewish traditional forms of life, it may not adequately 
represent the Jewish identities of those who, for whatever reason, do not frequently 
engage in Jewish life, be it for theological reasons, feeling excluded from the 
community, not having other Jewish relatives, etc. The second approach, however, may 
not account for the significance these communal institutions and experiences do hold in 
Jewish identity development.  While I consider participation in Jewish institutional life as 
related to one’s sense of belonging, I do not equate belonging with identity. At the same 
time, I do not seek to diminish the significance of institutional and congregational 
participation in forming religious identity, both individual and communal. As minorities in 
the American Jewish community, Jews of color may process and make sense of their 
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experiences on a more individual, culturally specific level in the context of broader 
communal experiences. Bridging these two approaches of analysis is necessary to 
account for the ways in which race intervenes in creating a cohesive communal identity 
among coreligionists in which individual members feel a sense of communal belonging.                       
While much of the sociological literature on American Jews from the second half 
of the twentieth century has focused on Jewish identity – how it’s created, what it 
consists of, and what it means for individual contemporary American Jews – this 
research takes the Jewish identities of participants as a given and seeks to examine 
how their simultaneous identities as Jews and as people of color impact their 
engagement with the larger Jewish community (Berman 2008; Cohen 1983; Shapiro 
1997). Rather than asking the question of how Jews are Jewish, this research asks, 
how does race and racism interrupt Jews’ of color experiences of Jewish spaces and 
institutions, which, in the United States, are predominantly white? I examine Jews’ of 
color responses to these race-based interruptions, both within and outside of Jewish 
institutional space, and consider alternative communities that emerge out of these 
experiences.  
BACKGROUND 
This analysis is driven in part by the concept of white institutional space and 
considers the benefits and effects that can come from religious community as described 
by Smith (Moore 2008, Smith 2017). Bracey and Moore’s analysis of the ways in which 
white institutional space manifests in a religious context is helpful in establishing an 
understanding of how religious institutions maintain a white majority despite claims of 
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being multicultural. While this can be useful in a Jewish context, there are some key 
distinctions to be made about the differences between predominantly white Christian, 
particularly Evangelical spaces, and predominantly white Jewish spaces function. 
Among the first is demographics. There are millions of Christians of all ethnic 
backgrounds in the United States. The existence of whole Christian institutions unique 
to Black American Christians, Asian American Christians, Latin American Christians, 
etc. speaks not only to ethnic divisions within American Christian communities, but the 
sheer size of them. In comparison to a religious minority such as American Jews, the 
number of Jewish institutions is limited. Further, American Ashkenazi Jews, be they 
white or people of color, are also an ethnic minority. Particularly in light of the 
Holocaust, the significance of creating and maintaining Ashkenazi Jewish heritage takes 
on particular importance. However, in making Ashkenazi Jewish experience normative 
among virtually all American Jewish institutions, the distinctiveness of Ashkenazi Jewry 
as a culture and identity in its own right runs the risk of being lost.  
         While Bracey and Moore have identified three methods or approaches to 
maintaining the whiteness of seemingly multiracial evangelical churches, I seek to 
identify patterns of response on the part of people of color entering these spaces. A key 
difference to note here is that American Jewish self-perception, unlike American 
Christian self-perception, is relatively homogeneous. Even if some Christian ideologies 
privilege whiteness, American Christians do not necessarily limit the image of a 
Christian to white people, and the existence of Black Churches, Korean Churches, Latin 
American Churches, etc., does not come as a surprise. American Jews, however, tend 
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to operate with language that describes Jews as being an ethno-religious group, and in 
doing so, tend to essentialize Jewishness with Ashkenazi Jewish identity, history, and 
experience. Rather than seeking to exclude Jews of color, many Jewish institutions 
have been and are established without even considering the possibility that people of 
color, be they Jewish or not, would seek to enter them in the first place. With this 
dynamic in mind, it follows that a difference is not perceived in a particular space, either 
through deliberate exclusion or lack of exposure to racially and ethnically diverse Jews.  
In an American Jewish context, this can be referred to as ashkenormativity (Katz 
2014).  The maintenance of white institutional space requires that Ashkenazi Jewish 
customs and cultural expressions be positioned as essentially Jewish. Ashkenormativity 
is characterized by “systemic, communal, and/or individual assertion of Ashkenazi 
heritage, culture, and religious practice as the default…” and creates conditions which 
allow for the marginalization of non-Ashkenazi Jews…” in Jewish space (Dimensions 
Educational Consulting). As a result of maintaining ashkenormativity, Ashkenazi Jewish 
culture loses its distinctiveness as one of the many cultural expressions of Jewish life.   
 In considering how religion plays out among and between people, Smith 
identifies a set of primary and secondary benefits or causal effects of religion (2017). 
These are things that religion can produce, through doctrine, ritual, religious community, 
etc. The primary benefits and effects pertain largely to an individual’s relationship to or 
experience of a deity or deities, and the secondary benefits and effects taking place in a 
social and communal context. Both the primary and secondary benefits and effects of 
religion influence and shape one another, and not all possible benefits and effects occur 
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for each individual and in every religious community. Among the secondary benefits of 
religion and religious community is “social control,” both in terms of individual self-
regulation and at a communal level (Smith 2017). Within the realm of social control, 
race can play a key role in intervening in the development of a cohesive religious 
identity within a congregation or other Jewish institutional space.  
METHODS 
The data for this research come from eighteen in-depth semi-structured 
interviews with self-identified Jews of color. Recruitment flyers were shared on 
Facebook and Twitter and participants responded to these posts that had been shared 
in various networks, some general and some specifically for Jews and Jews of color. 
Participants were self-identified adult Jewish people of color living in the United States. 
Interviews were conducted via Skype between December 2018 and January 2019 and 
ranged from 25 minutes to one hour and fifteen minutes, with the majority of interviews 
being around 50 minutes.  Participants came from every region of the United States and 
ranged from 19 to 48 years in age.  
Of the eighteen total participants, eleven were African American, one of whom 
also identified as Native American, one was Latino, and six were Asian American. 
Fifteen participants specified that they have Ashkenazi heritage as well. Denominational 
affiliation is not quantified as the majority of participants described frequent movement 
between the non-Orthodox denominations: Reform, Reconstructionist, and 
Conservative. Similarly, while all regions of the United States are represented among 
the participants, the majority have moved across the country and described their 
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experiences over the years in various parts of the country. Unless a participant 
specifically made a connection between a particular region and a particular experience 
saying, for example, “Well, this is the South” or, “I can’t get away with saying things 
about race from the pulpit here [greater Midwest] like I could in Los Angeles or New 
York,” region did not play a significant role in the analysis. Three identified as men, 
fourteen identified as women, and one participant identified as agender. 
Reconstructionist, Reform, and Conservative denominations are represented, along 
with those who did not identify with a particular denomination. Without being based in a 
major Jewish population center, and in order to develop a sample that is comprised of 
people who are between 6% and 20% of American Jews who themselves are only 2.1% 
of the American Population, conducting interviews online through Skype was necessary 
in order reach a relatively diverse sample (Pew Research Center 2013; Tobin, Tobin 
and Rubin 2005; Dashefsky and Sheskin 2015). My own positionality as a Jew of color 
allowed me to develop a rapport with interview participants and in turn, participants may 
have been more candid than with a white or non-Jewish interviewer.  
For those who converted to Judaism and without Jewish parentage, participation 
in the research required the completion of a formal conversion within a recognized 
denomination: Orthodox, Reform, Conservative or Reconstructionist. As conversion to 
Judaism is a highly involved process that typically takes at least one year, the 
requirement of a completed conversion is to ensure that, no matter how recent a 
conversion may have taken place, individuals would have spent a significant amount of 
time in and navigating Jewish institutions and community settings either as Jews or as 
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people in the process of becoming Jewish. Participants were not asked directly if they 
were Jewish through matrilineal or patrilineal descent, however many of the participants 
who were born Jewish indicated their parentage in describing their racial, ethnic, and 
religious backgrounds. If not clearly indicated when describing their backgrounds, 
participants were asked if they had converted to Judaism, as their identities as people of 
color may have affected how they experienced their entrance into the Jewish 
community.  
With regard to affiliation with a Jewish institution, ten participants are currently 
unaffiliated and eight are affiliated. For the purposes of this research, affiliation is 
defined as independent membership, employment, or regular attendance in a Jewish 
institution. Those participants designated as unaffiliated may take part in Jewish 
institutions sporadically or not at all. Unaffiliated participants may also have a home 
synagogue which they were members of during their childhood, but are not currently 
active members. Designation as unaffiliated does not imply anything about an individual 
participant’s personal religious practice, expression of Jewish identity, or participation in 
alternative, non-institutional spaces. 
Twelve participants discussed participation in alternative spaces for Jews of 
color, which included both institutionally affiliated and non-affiliated participants. These 
alternative Jewish spaces include affinity groups on social media and in-person 
gatherings of Jews of color on a regular basis. Other non-institutional spaces discussed 
by participants included left-wing Jewish organizing communities, though those spaces 
are not the focus of this research. I am not interested in determining whether or not 
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participants’ engagement in Jewish life and practice is religious, cultural, or some 
combination of the two, nor is the distinction necessarily relevant. 
Interviews were transcribed and uploaded to Dedoose, an online software 
analysis platform, and then open coded to inductively determine common themes. 
Several core themes, such as isolation and microagressions, also contain sub-codes to 
indicate whether a particular excerpt centered around race and or Jewishness and 
antisemitism. Special attention was paid to discussion of synagogue attendance and 
experiences within synagogue settings, as synagogues operate as a central Jewish 
institution.  
This research provides insight to an understudied population and seeks to open 
up questions around the intersection of race and religion that can be pursued through 
further research. Within in the present research, I seek to gauge responses of Jews of 
color to racism they experience within Jewish institutions and how they manage their 
level of involvement in these spaces.   
FINDINGS  
 Jews of color entering and participating in Jewish institutional spaces often find 
that their racial identity or presentation calls their religious identity into question, leading 
to questioning of their presence in Jewish space or acts of exclusion. Nearly all 
participants discussed experiences where they were asked explicitly if they were 
Jewish, assumed to be non-Jewish, or assumed to be a convert because of their racial 
background. Responses to these experiences vary, each with their own set of benefits 
and consequences. The strategies taken by the research participants to cope with their 
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experiences of racism within Jewish institutions fell into three non-exclusive categories: 
remaining in Jewish institutions, leaving institutional Jewish life altogether, and 
participation in alternative spaces for Jews of color.  
Dropping Hints and “Looking Jewish”  
Nearly all participants described race and racism as barriers to being perceived 
as full members of their institutional religious communities, either directly or indirectly. 
For some, the possibility or perceived inevitability of being asked questions about their 
racial and religious backgrounds upon entering a new, or even familiar Jewish space 
limited their engagement in the institutional Jewish community. Acceptance as a full 
member within a community may require an erasure of difference, and these racialized 
assumptions around Jewishness become internalized. Recalling her own experience in 
joining a predominantly white synagogue, one participant explained that,  
“…once you become known in the community it’s like the community erases the 
fact that you are a person of color and just count you as one of theirs, not 
necessarily as a Jew of color, but as a Jew, just like everyone else… and 
personally, when I see other Jews of color show up, I also have those thoughts 
like oh what are they doing here and that’s really weird thought for me to have 
because I know people look at me like that.” 
The internalization of Jewishness and whiteness was reflected in the language used by 
some participants in discussing the race of their white Jewish relatives or community 
members. When describing white Jews, many simply used “Jewish” as a racial, ethnic, 
and religious signifier, only clarifying that the person or people they were talking about 
 26 
were Ashkenazi later in the interview, either directly or through cultural context. 
Likewise, when describing themselves or other Jews of color, they included race. 
Those who have converted to Judaism also face additional scrutiny. Considering 
the lengthy process of conversion as well as the many cultural elements that one adopts 
upon converting to Judaism, one participant feared that along with having her status as 
Jewish questioned, her racial identity would be called into question as well, sharing that, 
“Sometimes I wonder if people hear about my conversion and think, ‘she’s Jewish now,’ 
as if that covers up my experience of being Black. I’m still Black, I’m always going to be 
Black, it’s just that this is also a place and a people I belong to.” That people, both 
Jewish and non-Jewish, interpret conversion to Judaism as something that supersedes 
other identities held by those who undergo the process demonstrates resistance to 
expanding the both the image and definition of who looks and is Jewish in the United 
States.   
Aware of the association between Jews and whiteness or Eastern European 
heritage, several participants described ways they attempt to communicate their 
Judaism to others, both Jewish and non-Jewish, such as wearing a Star of David 
necklace or through their clothing choices, reflecting standards of tzniut, modesty, even 
if the custom is not otherwise in line with their religious practice. Others emphasized the 
importance of language and demonstrated knowledge in being recognized as 
legitimately Jewish by Jewish institutions and white Jews. Using Yiddish or Hebrew 
phrases, mentioning that they went to Hebrew school or summer camp, or where they 
go to synagogue are some of the ways in which Jews of color might try to communicate 
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their Jewishness, either intentionally or simply as relevant pieces of a conversation. 
When intentional, this effort is often made to prevent further questioning or doubt of their 
Jewish status. One participant shared that, despite mentioning a local rabbi, that he 
worked at a local Jewish institution, and where he went for High Holidays services, the 
white Jewish woman he was speaking to still asked if he was Jewish. The need to 
express one’s Judaism through external elements – Jewelry, clothing, language – 
suggests that for Jews of color, being recognized as Jewish is, in a relational context, 
primarily an achieved identity.  
When asked if racial and ethnic identity played any role in their engagement in 
Jewish institutional life, one participant in a Midwestern city with a large Jewish 
community exclaimed, “It’s the reason I don’t have a shul (synagogue)!” In describing 
their reasoning further, they shared that despite working and being known as a Jewish 
educator, the feeling that they would routinely be perceived as a non-Jewish visitor 
reinforced an existing tension that exists between a predominantly white Jewish 
community and Jews of color.  
Many expressed that they yearned for the social, spiritual, and emotional 
community and support that comes from a congregation, though they felt that in being 
perceived as non-Jews in a Jewish space, they were being cut off from the full range of 
benefits that come from congregational membership. While the secondary causal 
powers of religion, such as community belonging and a sense of legitimacy, are not 
unique to religion or religious communities, many people still seek out these benefits 
from a religious context out of some internal motivation (2017).For those who remain 
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involved in institutional Jewish life, when asked why it was important to continue to 
engage in these spaces, either in a professional or lay capacity, several participants 
responded that while they could not put their motivation into words, the value they 
received from their involvement was “worth it” in relation to the racism and 
microagressions they encountered in their respective communities. Others elaborated, 
saying that they inherited thousands of years’ worth of traditions they were not willing to 
walk away from, no matter the circumstances. 
Cultural Expectations and Sacrifices  
Even for those Jews of color who have Ashkenazi heritage, many felt that their 
membership in institutional Jewish spaces was conditional, and that they were expected 
to downplay the relevance of any non-Ashkenazi culture in their lives, which were 
perceived as being in competition with Judaism. One Latino-Ashkenazi participant 
shared that he struggled to engage with his Latino heritage in part because of the 
prominence of religion and food in his family’s culture. While some kinds of religious 
self-regulation, such as observance of kosher dietary laws, impose limits for some Jews 
who come from cultural backgrounds where the cuisine is based heavily around non-
kosher foods, the ask to sacrifice non-Ashkenazi elements of one’s heritage does not 
stop at religious self-regulation, which can be voluntary. 
“What isn’t being talked about is [that] those of us with mixed or different ethnic 
backgrounds and identities is that if we are going to be embraced by liberal 
American Jewry, what we have to step away from goes beyond just 
Christianity…[Jewish institutions] are implicitly asking people to give up or put 
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aside these identities in order to be accepted into this ‘big tent’ modern American 
Judaism is trying to build.” 
The pressure felt by Jews of color to sacrifice non-white elements of their cultural 
expression and religious practice is related to white Ashkenazi assimilation and 
acculturation into the broader category of white in an American context. The rejection 
and marginalization of non-Ashkenazi expressions of Judaism in Jewish institutions may 
be an extension of larger cultural anxieties around racialization and a sense of safety 
within the broader Jewish community.   
Many perceived cultural repression as a requirement in order to not have their 
legitimacy as Jews questioned. Whether or not one was able to successfully pass as a 
“normal Jew” depends primarily on one’s physical presentation.  
“…when people are talking about their backgrounds or ethnic foods and it’s 
always like a specific Eastern European background, I don’t really speak up  
because I have nothing to say about that… I just try and act like everyone else 
and act like maybe my background is more similar to everyone else’s than it is, 
which is very weird because if you looked at me, you would see that I have a 
different background, but I also don’t speak about those experiences.” 
Those who described themselves as white passing in certain contexts, especially 
if they also had an Ashkenazi last name, generally avoided direct questioning of their 
presence in Jewish spaces because of their appearance. Despite this, the expectation 
to minimize the influence of any other cultural elements remained, and some feared that 
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expression of their non-Ashkenazi or non-Jewish heritage might be perceived as a 
betrayal of being Jewish.   
Political Limits  
Not all limitations to participation in institutional Jewish life experienced by Jews 
of color are related to race, though race may complicate some that are not, at least on 
the surface, explicitly racialized. Several participants spoke of the expectation to support 
Israel or identify as a Zionist in order to belong in Jewish institutional space as a barrier 
to entry as well, particularly when it intersected with racial identities that are subject to 
overt politicization. This was expressed both by those who consider themselves 
progressive Zionists and by those who consider themselves non-Zionists or anti-
Zionists.  
This tension was expressed primarily from those whose parents had immigrated, 
with one participant sharing that, “People expect me to have this connection to Israel, 
which I do I guess, but they couldn’t care less about my connection to China, where my 
dad is from.” Similarly, Black Jews who experienced pushback from the institutional 
Jewish community following the 2016 platform by the Movement for Black Lives, which 
called for divestment from Israel, also felt that the swift condemnation of the platform, 
either in full or of the section which discussed Israel and Palestine, was a demonstration 
of these institutions’ commitment to maintaining whiteness as central to their 
organization. Another participant felt that their identity as a person of color was made 
incompatible with participation in Jewish institutional spaces where support for the state 
of Israel plays a significant role saying, “As someone who comes from colonized people, 
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I don’t know why [Jewish institutions] they expect me to identify with their colonial 
project.” Even beyond definitive political stances, some Jews of color felt that their 
Jewish identity, already questioned on the basis of race, would be further scrutinized 
should they voice any critical opinion or ask questions about the political situation in 
Israel/Palestine that ventured beyond an institution’s position. 
Boundaries, Tests, and Belonging 
For Jewish institutions eager to demonstrate a multiracial community, Jews of 
color may be expected to volunteer to lead community events and discussions such as 
Martin Luther King Jr. Shabbat, or a one-time event on Jewish diversity. Often, Jews of 
color who reported doing or being asked to do such things for their congregation 
described feeling tokenized or pressured, even if indirectly, to do so. Bracey and Moore 
identified this dynamic between a person of color and a predominantly white church as 
a “utility test” where the institution’s acceptance of the individual person of color is 
conditional on their willingness to meet the particular needs of the institution regarding 
its presentation as racially diverse (2017). As discussed in the previous section, 
individuals are expected to downplay any racial or ethnic distinction, yet in order to be 
useful to this multicultural project, they must simultaneously perform race for the 
institution in order to bolster their image as a multiracial organization or congregation. 
One participant spoke of her experiences in settings that use utility-based race tests 
saying, “I never just get to be a congregant.”  
Bracey and Moore also discuss exclusionary race tests as they are utilized in 
predominantly white multiracial congregations (2017). Adapting this concept to an 
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American Jewish context, I have shifted the language focus primarily on maintaining 
Ashkenazi Jewish hegemony within American Jewish spaces through maintenance 
tests. With maintenance tests, the focus is on maintaining current boundaries rather 
than excluding a group of coreligionists. This shift is important because Jews of color 
cannot exclude coreligionists as coreligionists if they are not recognized or perceived as 
members of the same religion in the first place.   
         These maintenance tests rely on Jewishness being racialized as white. Multiple 
participants described bringing white, non-Jewish friends with them to synagogue, or 
attending a synagogue as a multiracial Jewish family, and the white person, regardless 
of whether or not they are Jewish, is greeted, offered a prayer book, etc., while the Jew 
of color is, if greeted at all, is perceived to be a non-Jewish visitor. Their presence, 
based on their physical presentation, is not regarded as being legitimate or genuine. 
This corresponds to accounts from other participants who no longer participate in 
institutional Jewish life after a childhood of communal involvement.  Without a white 
parent or white adoptive parents to implicitly explain their presence, some Jews of color 
felt that the risks of being questioned and excluded were too high to justify consistent 
participation in Jewish institutions. Several participants shared their hesitance to join or 
participated in Jewish institutions given prior experiences of rejection or the anticipation 
of rejection.  
“I have been invited to go to services on occasion, but I ask, ‘do people of color 
go there’ and if the answer is ‘I don't know’ or ‘I'm not sure,’ I usually take a pass 
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on that. I just don't want to be the only person of color in a room… It's just the 
fear that – I will not be thrown away out of a Jewish space. I will not.” 
The pervasiveness of these tests affects even those who have not stepped foot in a 
particular synagogue or other Jewish institution.  
         These maintenance tests, which the majority of participants had encountered at 
some point in Jewish institutions, are significant in their relationship to what nearly every 
participant said they needed in order to feel they belonged in a Jewish space: seeing 
other Jews of color. Maintenance tests ensure that only a select few, exceptional non-
white people are able to occupy Jewish institutional spaces, often conditional on their 
relationship to white Jews.  
Experiencing these “tests” repeatedly create a situation where Jews of color 
either ‘pass’ – and choose to remain in institutional space, or ‘fail’ – being effectively 
pushed out of Jewish institutional life. For those who choose to stay in Jewish 
institutions, repeated assertion of one’s legitimacy is necessary in order to remain in the 
space and enjoy the benefits of religious community. One participant, a rabbinical 
student in an area with a small Jewish population described this approach clearly 
saying,  
“Wherever I’ve been I’ve usually been the only Jew of color, and I make sure that 
they know that I am a full member of the community. I don’t put up with it if 
there’s ever a question – I volunteer to sit on boards, I’m going to [rabbinical 
school] – I’ve tried to make it so that there can be no question…In retrospect I 
wish I didn’t have to be so intentional about it, but that’s my lot in life.” 
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Faced with this decision, one participant, described her own set of boundaries in 
determining whether or not to engage in Jewish institutional space, saying, “I really feel 
that I can’t be in Jewish spaces where my blackness isn’t being supported. I hate feeling 
like I have to take on the task of teaching not because I want to but because I can’t be 
in that space if I don’t, because no one else is doing it.”  The decision to leave a 
particular institution or institutions altogether is not to be interpreted as resignation from 
Judaism, Jewish practice, or Jewish identity. Rather, having been pushed to their limits, 
some Jews of color respond to these tests by developing alternative spaces.  
Independent and Alternative Spaces  
For Jews of color who are motivated to seek out Jewish communities that reflect 
both their self-perception as fully and legitimately Jewish and the diversity of the 
American Jewish community, it has been necessary to create their own social and 
religious spaces.  Overwhelmingly, these spaces are alternative spaces created by and 
for Jews of color, though some have chosen to make Jewish institutions their primary 
location of Jewish engagement. Those who have, for the most part, opted out of 
institutional Jewish life maintain a personal cultural and/or religious practice, while 
others have sought out or created alternative Jewish spaces centered around their 
shared identities as Jews of color. These alternative spaces for Jews of color differ from 
white institutional space, which maintains whiteness as cultural norm and essential to 
the organizational structure. One of the key elements of white institutional space as 
highlighted by Bracey and Moore is the absence of people of color in the development 
of organizational leadership and culture (2017). One participant described a realization 
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that emerged from her participation in an alternative community saying, “By finding 
community with Jewish women of color, I realized that the Jewish spaces I called home 
were never built with my whole self in mind.” This sentiment clearly illustrates why white 
institutional spaces, which exclude or simply don’t include people of color in the 
establishment of an institution, can be inherently unwelcoming for the people of color 
who enter them. 
Alternative spaces for Jews of color also allow for Jews of color to derive more 
benefits from organized religious life, as their status as in-group members is not under 
scrutiny as it is in predominantly white Jewish spaces. Jews of color who gather to pray 
together, observe holidays, or study Jewish texts note that their engagement with 
religious aspects of Judaism are not interrupted in these alternative settings as they can 
be in institutional settings. A participant actively involved in alternative spaces for Jews 
of color spoke of the significance of these spaces saying,  
“the importance of Jews of color spaces is that I really just get to think about my 
Judaism and about what’s black about my Judaism and to just be in that 
exploration without having to have a script ready to tell people what I am and 
how I am.” 
 Being able to engage the primary effects and benefits of religion allows for greater 
development of individual religious identity as well as a stronger sense of belonging in 
the community with regard to the secondary, social benefits and effects of religion. In 
being in community with other Jews of color, Jews of color’s bodies which, in 
institutional Jewish spaces mark them as supposedly abnormal, are able to be Jewish 
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and embody Jewish practice without question.  The influence of race in shaping a 
group’s sense of shared religious identity is strong enough that it intervenes even in 
personal religious practice. It was not uncommon for participants to share experiences 
where they were engaged in prayer or ritual with the appropriate Hebrew liturgy only to 
be interrupted during or questioned immediately after as to their status as Jews, 
speaking to the role race plays in forming a cohesive religious communal identity.  
All of the alternative spaces for Jews of color described by the participants were 
non-denominational and reflected elements of non-Ashkenazi expressions of Judaism 
or incorporated other relevant cultural modes of worship in a Jewish context. For 
participants active in alternative spaces for Jews of color, there was a connection 
between commitment to a multiracial Jewish community and being open to other 
denomination’s practices and interpretations of Jewish tradition. This flexibility in cultural 
expressions of Jewishness also allows for the development of new liturgy and ritual, 
using core elements of Jewish liturgy and ritual to meet other cultural needs, such as 
the Juneteenth Seder organized by Black Jews and the organization Jews for Racial 
and Economic Justice (Singer 2018).  
CONCLUSION 
The experiences of Jews of color call into question what elements make a Jewish 
space Jewish, and pushes back against the notion that Jews are to be understood 
solely as an ethnic or ethnoreligious group. The Jews of color who participated in this 
research all spoke powerfully about having strong personal Jewish identities and 
practices, and while some found a place for themselves within Jewish institutions such 
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as synagogues, Jewish community centers, or on campus Jewish organizations, the 
majority had reduced their involvement with Jewish institutions, with some disaffiliating 
altogether. While some have opted instead for a personal cultural and/or religious 
practice, others have sought out or created alternative Jewish spaces centered around 
a shared identity as Jews of color or Jewish women of color more specifically. Among 
those who remain affiliated with Jewish institutions at a frequent and consistent level, 
some also took part in alternative communities for Jews of color as a supplement to 
their primary institutional affiliation.  
While race, and more specifically whiteness, is utilized as a measure of Jewish 
legitimacy or authenticity, predominantly white Jewish institutions interested in creating 
an image of multiculturalism may grant conditional acceptance to some Jews of color 
with the expectation that they perform a function for the institution, such as leading 
diversity workshops, giving a d’var Torah (word of Torah) about the Civil Rights 
movement, etc. This type of labor, for which the expectation is not necessarily explicit, is 
often uncompensated, nor are the resources invested in changing the culture around 
race within these institutions. Maintenance tests, which seek to maintain the whiteness 
of the institution without a performance of multiculturalism, use race as a means of 
establishing Jewish legitimacy and authenticity. Such tests limit severely limit the 
possibility for Jews of color to attain leadership positions in which they may be able to 
contribute to or shape an organization’s structure.  
 Many of the Jews of color interviewed spoke of feeling compelled to “leave 
pieces of [themselves] at the door” in order to be perceived as a full member of their 
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institutional community. Pressure to conform to ashkenormative language, methods of 
practice, and cultural expression, were understood as a measure of one’s commitment 
to Judaism. Along with cultural pressures, political stances, specifically regarding 
Zionism and anti-Zionism, were mentioned as barriers to full participation. Those who 
mentioned Zionism and anti-Zionism held various perspectives, though expressed 
similar tensions around the politicization of their race and assumptions around their 
political stance.    
Among the many hopes expressed for the future of the American Jewish 
community, the most common across age groups, denominations, and races was the 
desire to see more Jews of color in Jewish institutions. Some clarified that while they 
would be pleased to see an increase in diversity within institutional Jewish life, they did 
not expect this change to occur without major efforts to change the existing culture 
around race, specifically the commitment to upholding whiteness. In an effort to 
maintain religious community, many participants helped to create or participated in 
alternative spaces for Jews of color. Those with frequent participation in alternative 
communities for Jews of color were better able to access a number of primary and 
secondary benefits of religion and religious community, as their status as Jews was not 
under scrutiny as it was in predominantly white Jewish institutions (Smith 2017). Virtual 
communities for Jews of color on social media also played an important role in 
maintaining communal Jewish identity, especially for Jews of color living in small or rural 
Jewish communities.     
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Some of the spaces for Jews of color discussed by participants existed within a 
larger Jewish institution. Those involved in these spaces highlighted issues around 
obtaining or maintaining institutional support either from staff or in the form of funding, 
as well as political tensions around Zionism and anti-zionism. Even as some institutions 
allow for subcultural groups to develop within their walls, cultural expectations to 
maintain and reinforce whiteness within the space remain in place, limiting the 
autonomy of the subcultural group.  
While the focus of this research was the experiences of Jews of color within 
Jewish institutions and their strategies to respond to racism within religious community, 
further research is necessary to examine specific forms of racism within Jewish 
communities, such as anti-Black or anti-Asian racism, and the unique effects these have 
on their respective Jewish members. Additionally, none of the participants in this 
research were Sephardi or Mizrachi Jews, ethnic groups within Judaism with their own 
histories of racialization in diaspora. The experiences represented here are exclusively 
those of non-Orthodox Jews. While some of the research here may be applicable to the 
experiences of Orthodox Jews of color, further research is necessary to account for the 
denominational differences in cultural and religious norms.     
In American Jewish communities, as with other religious groups, shared theology 
and religious practice alone are not sufficient for creating a cohesive religious 
community (Guhin 2018, Edwards 2008). Other factors, such as race and political 
views, are factored in when creating communal boundaries. As Jews of color in the 
United States become increasingly aware of one another through social media and in-
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person gatherings, the American Jewish community will likely see a growing subcultural 
community that is more vocal about their marginalization within the broader community. 
Seeing a cultural split as inevitable unless steps are taken to address intra-community 
racism, one participant stated that, “My hope [for the future of the American Jewish 
community] comes from other Black and brown Jews…I’ve lost a lot of hope in 
institutional white Jewish spaces.” Regardless of any internal cultural shifts within 
Jewish institutions that may or may not take place in the coming decades, Jews of color 
are increasingly positioning themselves as a critical voice in the conversation around 















WORKS CITED  
Baldwin, James. 1967. “Negroes Are Anti-Semitic Because They Are Anti-White.” 
The New York Times. April 9. 
Berman, Lila Corwin. 2008. “Sociology, Jews, and Intermarriage in Twentieth-Century 
America.” Jewish Social Studies 14(2): 32 – 60.  
Berman, Lila Corwin. 2009. Speaking of Jews: Rabbis, Intellectuals, and the Creation of 
an American Public Identity. Berkley, CA: University of California Press. 
Bracey, Glenn E., and Wendy L. Moore. 2017. “‘Race Tests’: Racial Boundary 
Maintenance in White Evangelical Churches.” Sociological Inquiry 87(2): 282-
302. 
Brodkin, Karen. 1998. How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race 
in America. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.  
Cohen, Steven M. 1983. American Modernity and Jewish Identity. London, UK:
 Tavistock Publishing.  
Cohen, Steven M. 2016. “Deficient, If Not Distorted: Jewish Community Studies That 
 Totally Rely upon Known Jewish Households.” Contemporary Jewry 36: 343-360.  
Cousin, Glynis and Robert Fine. 2013. "Brothers in Misery: Reconnecting Sociologies of 
Racism and Anti-Semitism." Pp. 308-323 in Race, Color, Identity: Rethinking 
Discourses About “Jews” in the Twenty-first Century, edited by Efraim Sicher. 
New York: Berghahn Books. 
Cutler, Marianne. 2010. “Does Being “Included” Preclude Being “Inclusive”? 
 42 
Constructing a Contested Organizational Identity in a Nascent Jewish Communal 
Group.” Contemporary Jewry 30(1):5-27. 
Dollinger, Marc. 2018. Black Power, Jewish Politics: Reinventing the Alliance in the 
1960s. Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press.  
Edwards, Korie. 2008. The Elusive Dream: The Power of Race in Interracial Churches. 
New York: Oxford University Press. 
Elzas, Barnett Abraham. 1905. The Jews of South Carolina: From the Earliest Times to 
the Present Day. Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott. 
Guhin, Jeffrey. 2018. “Colorblind Islam: The Racial Hinges of Immigrant Muslims in the 
United States.” Social Inclusion 6(2):87-97. 
Greenberg, Cheryl. 2013. "I’m Not White – I’m Jewish: The Racial Politics of American 
Jews." Pp. 35-55 in Race, Color, Identity: Rethinking Discourses About “Jews” in 
the Twenty-first Century, edited by Efraim Sicher. New York: Berghahn Books. 
Haynes, Bruce D. 2013. "A Member of the Club? How Black Jews Negotiate Black Anti 
Semitism and Jewish Racism." Pp. 147-166 in Race, Color, Identity: Rethinking 
Discourses About “Jews” in the Twenty-first Century, edited by Efraim Sicher. 
New York: Berghahn Books.  
Ibn Ezra (1089 – 1167) on Exodus 12:38. Sefaria. 
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.12.38?lang=bi&with=Ibn%20Ezra&lang2=en 
Goldstein, Eric L. 2006. The Price of Whiteness: Jews, Race, and American Identity. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.   
Gordon, Lewis. “Rarely Kosher: Studying Jews of Color in America.” American Jewish 
 43 
History 100(1): 105 – 116.  
Heilman, Samuel. 1982. “The Sociology of American Jewry: The Last Ten Years.” 
Annual Review of Sociology 8: 135 – 160. 
Katz, Jonathan. 2014. "Learning to Undo Ashke-normativity – A Jewi in the Motherland." 
New Voices. (http://newvoices.org/2014/10/22/learning-to-undo-ashke-
normativity-a-jew-in-the-motherland/) 
Kaye/Kantrowitz. Melanie. 2007. The Colors of Jews: Racial Politics and Radical 
Diasporism. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press. 
Kelman, Ari Y., Tobin Belzer, Ziva Hassenfeld, Ilana Horwitz and Matthew Casey
 Williams. 2017. “The Social Self: Toward the Study of Jewish Lives in the 
Twenty-first Century.” Contemporary Jewry 37: 343-360.  
Kim, Helen Kiyong and Noah Samuel Leavitt. 2016 “The Newest Jews? Understanding 
Jewish American and Asian American Marriages.” Contemporary Jewry  32(2): 
135-166. 
Lerner, Michael, and Cornel West. 1996. Jews and Blacks: A Dialogue on Race, 
Religion, and Culture in America. New York: Plume. 
Tobin, Diane, Tobin, Gary A., and Scott Rubin. 2005. In Every Tongue: The Racial and 
Ethnic Diversity of the Jewish People. San Francisco, CA: Institute for Jewish 
Community and Research.  
Moore, Wendy Leo. 2008. Reproducing Racism: White Space, Elite Law Schools, and 
Racial Inequality. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 
Pratt, Tia Noelle. 2010. “Finding a Place at the Table: Identity Formation Among 
 44 
African-American Catholics.” PhD dissertation, Department of Sociology, 
Fordham University.    
Prell, Riv-Ellen. 2012. “Boundaries, Margins, and Norms: The Intellectual Stakes in the 
Study of American Jewish Culture(s).” Contemporary Jewry 32(2): 189-204. 
Pew Research Center. 2013. A Portrait of Jewish Americans. Washington, DC: Pew
 Research Center’s Religion and Public Life Project. 
Rashi (1040 – 1105) on Exodus 12:38. Sefaria. 
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.12.38?lang=bi&with=Rashi&lang2=en 
Singer, Jenny. 2018. “Black Jews and Allies Celebrate ‘Juneteenth’ – The End of 
Slavery – With a Seder.” The Jewish Daily Forward. 
(https://forward.com/schmooze/403456/black-jews-and-allies-celebrate-
juneteenth-the-end-of-slavery-with-a-seder/) 
Sforno (1475 – 1550) on Exodus 12:38. Sefaria. 
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.12.38?lang=bi&with=Sforno&lang2=en 




Smith, Christian. 2017. Religion: What it Is, How it Works, and Why it Matters. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.  
Steinhardt Social Research Institute. 2015. “National Population Estimates.” American 
Jewish Population Project. Waltham, MA: Brandeis University.  
